Parental preference regarding hospitals for children undergoing surgery: a trade-off between travel distance and potential outcome improvement.
To explore parental preference in the choice between a local and a referral hospital for children undergoing heart surgery. One hundred three parents or adult primary caregivers of children referred to a pediatric cardiology clinic were interviewed. Participants were presented with hypothetical scenarios in which they or their children had a heart condition requiring elective surgery. The surgery could be performed at either a local hospital or a regional referral hospital. The travel time to the referral hospital was initially presented as 2 h, and the mortality rate was set at 3% for both the local and the referral hospitals. The parents were then presented with scenarios that sequentially increased the mortality of the local hospital and the distance to the referral hospital, and were asked to choose between the local and regional referral hospitals. When the regional referral hospital was 2 h away and the mortality rates for the referral hospital and the local hospital were equal at 3%, 82.5% of participants chose the local hospital for their children. The percentage of participants choosing the local hospital decreased progressively as the mortality rate of the local hospital increased (to 9.7% at 18% mortality). Between 5% and 10% more participants chose the local hospital when the distance to the referral hospital was increased from 2 h to 4 h. There was no difference in age, sex, ethnicity, language, type of insurance, level of education and availability of personal transportation between participants who chose the regional referral hospital and those who chose the local hospital. Participants who lived closer to the hospital at which the survey was conducted were more likely to choose the local hospital. The present study defines a relation between potential outcome improvement and increasing travel distance from a patient or parent's perspective. This trade-off is an important consideration when planning for regionalization.